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CONFIDENTIAL DAMASCUS 177 

KUWAIT FOR BAGHDAD ONLY 

E.O. 11652: GDS 
TAGS: PINT, SY 

SUB J : SARG AMNESTIES FORMER BAATHIST LEADER SALAH AL-BITAR 

1 . MFA DIR AMERICAN AFFAIRS SHOUFI TOLD EMBOFF 
JAN 10 THAT PRES ASAD HAD DECIDED FEW DAYS 
PREVIOUSLY TO ISSUE AMNESTY FOR CO-FOUNDER OF 
BAATH PARTY SALAH AL-BITAR, PRESENTLY LIVING IN 
EXILE. SHOUFI ALSO REVEALED THAT FORMER PALESTINIAN 
OFFICIAL MUHAMMAD AL-BASSAL (PHON.), ARRESTED 

IN 1972 FOLLOWING PALESTINIAN CONFERENCE IN CAIRO, 

HAD BEEN RELEASED JAN 9. FROM SARG PRISON AND WAS 
NOW STAYING WITH SHOUFI. SHOUFI DESCRIBED BASSAL AS 
PALESTINIAN "MODERATE." 

2. ACCORDING TO OUR INFORMATION BITAR (BORN DAMASCUS 
1912) AND MICHAEL AFLAQ TOGETHER FOUNDED BAATH 
PARTY IN 1930'S. BITAR ULTIMATELY HELD POSITION 

OF SARG PRIME MINISTER FIVE TIMES, LAST BEING 
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MONTH BY SALAH AL-JADID. JADID REGIME DETAINED 
BITAR, EXCOMMUNICATED HIM FROM PARTY, AND IN 
AUG 1966 PERMITTED HIM TO SEEK EXILE ABROAD IN 
LEBANON. SLIGHTLY MORE THAN ONE YEAR LATER, 

BITAR ISSUED PUBLIC RENUNCIATION OF HIS TIES WITH 
BAATH PARTY. 

3. COMMENT: SHOUFI WAS UNCERTAIN AS TO MOTIVES 
BEHIND SARG DECISION AMNESTY BITAR AND WHETHER 
IT MEANT HE MIGHT SOON BE RETURNING TO SYRIA. 

IT MIGHT BE PART OF SARG ATTEMPT TO 

REINFORCE EASTERN FRONT THROUGH GESTURE TOWARDS RECONCILIATION 

WITH IRAQ. ALTERNATELY, ASAD REGIME MAY FEEL 

SECURE ENOUGHT TO PROMOTE RECONCILIATION WITH 

PROMINENT SYRIAN POLITICAL EXILE PATTERNED AFTER 

RELATIVELY SUCCESSFUL ATTEMPTS TO WOO BACK EXILED 

SYRIAN BUSINESSMEN WITH THEIR FINANCIAL 

CAPITAL. QUITE APART FROM ANY IMPACT ON SYRI 

IRAQI AFFAIRS, ASAD MAY FEEL THAT HE CAN ACQUIRE 
ADDED POLITICAL CAPITAL AND LEGITIMACY THROUGH 
BITAR'S RETURN. THEN, TOO, IT COULD BE THAT ASAD 
SIMPLY RESPONDING TO PETITION FROM OLD AND 
TIRED BAATHIST WHO WANTS TO RETURN HOME. NO 
PUBLICITY HAS YET BEEN GIVEN TO AMNESTY DECISION 

AND IT IS TOO SOON TO ESTIMATE ITS FULL POLITICAL 
SIGNIFICANCE. 

MURPHY 
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